The ocular surface as part of the mucosal immune system: conjunctival mucosa-specific lymphocytes in ocular surface pathology.
The mucosal immune system includes mucus membranes of the gut, respiratory and urogenital tracts. Mucosa-specific, intraepithelial lymphocytes (IELs), that correspond to the suppressor/cytotoxic subset and also express the human mucosal lymphocyte antigen (HML-1), are a unique component of this system. We have recently demonstrated these cells in the human conjunctiva, establishing the ocular surface as an integral part of the mucosal immune system. In this study we examined the distribution of lymphocyte subsets, with particular attention to mucosa-specific lymphocytes, in two ocular surface disorders, namely conjunctival intraepithelial neoplasia (CIN) and ocular cicatricial pemphigoid (OCP). Cryosections of biopsy specimen were immunostained using a panel of monoclonal antibodies against different lymphocyte subsets. In CIN, the CD8/HML ratio was decreased (1 +/- 0) and CD8/CD4 ratio was reversed (0.54 +/- 0.21). HML-1+ cells were distributed throughout the epithelial layers of dysplastic tissue. Biopsy specimens of OCP showed normal ratios of CD8/HML (1.4 +/- 0.16) but the CD8/CD4 was low (1.29 +/- 0.88). Association of HML-1+ cells with the basal layer of normal epithelium and with all layers of dysplastic epithelium suggests that expression of HML-1 antigen may be induced by actively dividing cells. HML-1+ cells may have a role in immune mechanisms associated with ocular surface disorders.